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PIGEONS UNDERGO STUDY
AT UM ANIMAL BEHAVIOR LAB
by Karen Gookin
U of M Information Services
MISSOULA-The white carneau pigeon, an extremely sensitive and shy bird, is proving to be useful
m

many University of Montana laboratory experiments because of its acute vision and

ability to distinguish colors.
Twelve

of these birds are now being studied at the University's Animal Behavior

Laboratory at Ft. Missoula west of town under the direction of Dr. Andrew E. Lee, an
assistant professor of psychology at UM.
Research is concerned with how conditions and rewards influence pigeons, and under
what conditions the birds will work the most to obtain food, Dr. Lee said.
Dr. Lee emphasized the keen abilities of the birds.

He said that during World War II

a well known psychologist, B.F. Skinner, proved in various studies that white carneau
pigeons could be successful in guiding missiles to enemy targets.
Pigeons placed in the nose cones of missiles were trained to peck at the images of
enemy ships appearing on screens in the cones.

Controls were set up from the screens to

guide the missiles in the directions indicated by the pecking actions of the birds.
"It sounds incredible, but it was a very inexpensive and successful way to direct
guided missiles,” Dr. Lee said.
He said the pigeons w«-e never used to guide missiles during World War II because
the Pentagon was not convinced that the birds could actually do the job.
"At the animal lab at Ft. Missoula," Dr. Lee said, "we are interested in making a
Pigeon work for information.

We want to find out how valuable certain information is to

a pigeon when he wants something as necessary as food."
more
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All the experiments the pigeons undergo at Ft. Missoula are based on reinforcement, or
increasing the likelihood of a response by using such rewards as food.
"The pigeons are gradually given different sets of conditions under which they can
earn their food," Dr. Lee explained.

"They are kept a little hungry to insure the fact

that they will want to work for food.
"They first begin their training when they are placed individually in a closed feeding
box with various keys so the birds must learn to distinguish and peck for food."
A pigeon gradually learns to associate the reward of food with the click that
accompanies it as

he turns towards the correct key, comes closer to it,

and finallypecks

it, Dr. Lee said.

The birds are then given various types of conditions

under whichtheir

food can be earned.
"For example, in one set of conditions the pigeon is rewarded with food only after he
has pecked a specific key 100 times in sequence.
"The white carneau pigeons retain this experimental information very well," he
said.

"They can master the specific conditions of an experiment one day, and three or four

days later, when

they are put back into the feed box, the birds know exactly which key to

peck and in what

sequence they should peck to be rewarded with food."

The pigeons also are taught through repetition or reinforcement to peck a specific
key to turn on a colored light.

The birds learn to associate a certain color of light

with the specific set of food-rewarding conditions which follow.
"For example," Dr. Lee explained, "a blue light may be associated with the condition
of pecking a key 100 times in row, and then obtaining food as a reward."
After much more research in the study of reinforcement, these experiments will be
related to studies which are concerned with finding out what conditions human beings will
work under to gain extra information, and to what extent they want to do extra work for the
information.
According to Dr. Lee, the white carneau pigeon has responded successfully in many work
situations.

They are capable of selecting scratched transistors or faulty wiring from

assembly lines.

more
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"Trying to sell a pigeon as a quality-controller is a problem, however," said Dr.
Lee.

"It may be a while before the consumer would accept the fact that his transistor

radio, or any other product, was selected by a pigeon.
"We also have the problem of job opportunities," he said.

"I don't think any human

being would appreciate having his job taken over by a pigeon."
Dr. Lee, a native of Pierpoint, S.D., has been at the University of Montana as an
assistant professor of psychology for three years.

He received his bachelor's degree

in psychology in 1960 from New Mexico State University, Las Cruces, and was awarded his
master's degree in psychology in 1962 and his doctorate in psychology in 1970.
graduate degrees were earned at the University of New Mexico, Albuquerque.
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